









Wasting Away: The Diminishing Body as Public Spectacle

For forty-four days from 5th September to the19th October 2003, David Blaine had himself suspended in a small plexi-glass box above the river Thames, close to Tower Bridge in London. During this time he does little but simply exist inside the space, sometimes he stands and waves out at the fluctuating crowds of people below, sometimes he sleeps or gazes out. He consumes nothing but water and a few writing materials to continuously record his experience. Blaine, literally, wastes away before our eyes.
In this paper I will examine David Blaine’s Above the Below  briefly outlined above. To consider how this spectacle of fasting functions within a society obsessed with the body, consumerism and the spectacle of the ‘real’.

In his book Wasted Lives: Modernity and its Outcasts, Zygmunt Bauman considers the relationship of waste to the creative process: 
Separation and destruction of waste was to be the trade secret of 
modern creation: through cutting out and throwing away the superfluous,
the needless and the useless, the beautiful, the harmonious, the pleasing 
and the gratifying was to be divined.​[1]​  

Treating his body as material to be sculpted by the act of fasting, Blaine reduced his material consumption to the bare minimum. The passing of time would reshape his form – on both a physical and a psychical level. Was the result a ‘beautiful’, ‘harmonious’ and ‘gratifying’ modern creation? And what of the by-products of this creation? The waste of time, of flesh, of money. 

The exhibition of individuals undergoing extended fasts, of course, has historical precedents. In Europe and North America from 1880 until the First World War ‘hunger artists’ as they were known, staged themselves as living skeletons for fame and money and were a relatively common if paradoxical phenomenon during this time of industrial expansion and relative prosperity. Many fasting individuals were attached to freak shows and carnivals where making a spectacle of their physical difference passed for entertainment. But fasts were also widely undertaken for medical reasons, where the fast was understood as a way of claiming control over (and thus reducing the waste of ) a body those function had been disrupted by illness or disease. In these instances, the body asserting the conditions of a siege, fought off illness, regaining the ground of health (and with it, productivity). 
However, other fasters like Henry S. Tanner, staged themselves for spiritual reasons. Tanner, who ate nothing for forty days at a time popular belief held that between three and eight days without food was likely to be fatal,  performed his fast in the high profile venue of Clarendon Hall in New York City in June and July1880 (Schwartz 115-23). He did it ‘to show the power of the human will, and to prove to materialists that there is something beside oxygen, hydrogen, and carbon in the brain.’​[2]​ In other words Tanner wished to demonstrate something of the untapped power of the mind/spirit, and to do this he chose to perform the complete submission of his body’s appetite for sustenance. He was the first American hunger artist, but in spite of the attention lavished upon him at the time of his fast; attention that included ‘gifts of Indian clubs, patent mattresses, flowers, slippers, roast beef, bottles and cans of milk and baby food.’, correspondence: ‘…three or four hundred pieces of mail a day: news of a fasting kitten, the story of a man in 1835 who had gone three weeks without water, a proposal of marriage from a Philadelphia woman if he should live, an offer from a Maine museum to stuff him if he should die…’ and money, ‘This ‘Starvation Comedy,’ as the New York Daily Tribune called it, this “wrestling match with the invisible fiend of hunger,” was taking $30 to $50 a day in admissions by the fourth week.’​[3]​  after the event Tanner was almost entirely forgotten. So much so that according to Hillel Schwartz the Appleton’s Cyclopaedia listed him as dead and buried twenty two years before the actual event.​[4]​
Such hunger artists were mostly men, but New York also witnessed a female faster; Clare de Serval (the ‘Apostle of Hunger’) who in 1910 publicly fasted in a glass box ​[5]​; an event in many ways little different from David Blaine’s in 2003. However, in contrast to the male fasters, a female was more likely to be associated in spectators minds with the early Christian ascetic practices of holy women (note the title) and virgins, because of the already well established practice among certain devout young women, of fasting for forty days in order to emulate Christ’s sojourn in the wilderness.   

Aside from these examples of historical precursors, one of the key inspirations for Blaine’s work is reputedly Franz Kafka’s short story The Hunger Artist (1924). This story tells of a mild mannered and conciliatory hunger artist, who prefers constant surveillance during his fast, believing this scrutiny usefully authenticated his actions. He was far less happy where the designated watchmen fail to pay him close attention and thus render his adherence to the fast questionable; although, even with vigilant watchers, suspicions are never entirely annulled (Glatzer 269-270). It would seem that this was the only way the hunger artist felt he was able to affirm his own presence and subjectivity. 
 In comparison, Blaine’s fast was recorded continuously, both as a form of documentation and of authentication. For Blaine, the camera was a means of allowing viewers remote visual access to his activities whenever the television network wished to air what was going on inside his box. In this way, Blaine’s performance conforms to the current trends in twenty-four hour surveillance television programming. It taps  into the viewers’ fascination with ‘live’ televised events. ‘Reality’ or ‘live’ television, as a mediated event affects the ‘real’, its draw is dependent on such things as maintaining the illusion of immediacy, intimacy, unpredictability and risk: no one knows exactly how things are going to turn out. Although making us care enough about what’s happening to be bothered watching is the task of the promoters and their PR machine. Indeed the forty-four days of Blaine’s piece must have been a test of endurance for his promoters as well as Blaine - watching a man growing thin just wasn’t that visually interesting, and because he was there alone, barely interacting, there was little else to provide tension or intrigue. Kafka’s story tells of the decline in interest in such feats of endurance, and how the hunger artist is forced to become part of a circus side show; other more dramatic attractions proving to be much greater lures for the public. However, at root the story is one of belated self-realisation for finally, towards his end (he dies unnoticed and alone following a protracted and unmeasured fast), the hunger artist is awakened to the futility of his actions, he comes to realise that the fast is not, as we suppose, a supreme feat of abstinence and control because, as he reveals, there is no food that he has ever wished to eat. The irony inherent in this would no doubt have amused Kafka, but it does seem an unlikely starting point for this piece by Blaine. However, a connection may be made if a parallel is drawn between an appetite or desire for life and a desire for food, for Blaine has often claimed that he didn’t much care whether he lived died. Much has been made of the early death of Blaine’s mother when he was around twenty years old, and the resounding effect this loss has had on Blaine’s own attitude to life.​[6]​ However, Blaine’s subsequent pronouncements on this issue completely contradict his earlier stand. During the later stages of the performance and after the ordeal was over he has spoken of and has expressed his deep love of life and of the people that are important to him and how his solitary experience in the box was transformative in this respect (Korine). The ‘waste’ produced by the performance, in this context, a shedding of his past ambivalence towards life, an affirmation that enabled him to reconcile himself.

But there are other precedents that may inform a spectator’s interpretation of the piece - for instance, the Judeo-Christian tradition of fasting. Christianity has a long history of suffering and ascetic movements that professed to tame the ‘sinful’ flesh with a variety of bodily mortifications. Within this context fasting can be interpreted as an act of contrition (penitence) and appeasement for wrong-doing (Lambert 477) or as an action designed to open up a spiritual route to Christ. Through suffering like Christ, devotees believed they would become more Christ-like. Those that fasted for their moral lapses believed that by abstaining from food an admission of wrong-doing was demonstrated and their submission to God’s authority was performed.  However, this interpretation of the function of fasting contrasts with the early Hebraic one. According to Judaic tradition, religious fasting was not originally to atone for one’s sins so much as a means of drawing God’s attention to oneself. Unlike the Christian tradition, fasting was a way of communicating your angst to God and asking that he intervene on your behalf. Fasting was therefore a means of soliciting pity not forgiveness.
	Like the [Hebrew] biblical lament, fasting is an extreme, stark expression of
	one’s affliction that tends towards overstatement or exaggeration of 
	the desperation of the situation in order to arouse attention and elicit
	sympathy (Lambert 482) 

Lambert’s comments suggest that there was a performed element to fasting that was seen as necessary in obtaining an intervention that favoured the faster. Prayer provided a verbal means to request assistance, but the fasting body ‘in pain’ communicated a physical message that exceeded words. This provides an interesting parallel when considered in relation to Blaine’s work. Particularly in relation to the response from numerous individuals who found his abstention spiritually inspiring, as well as in his statements towards the end of the forty-four days where he spoke of the ordeal in terms of a revelation.

Linked to this fasting to elicit attention, is the use of hunger strikes to press a point home in a more secular situation. Indeed the Celtic scholar Whitley Stokes believes the practice of fasting may be “an archaic practice once common to all people who spoke an Indo-European language.” (Binchy 24) Here I will simply focus on the tradition of hunger striking in the Anglo-Irish context. According to Padraig O’Malley, hunger strikes in Ireland derive their compelling and peculiar power from a combination of three factors: the ancient legal codes, the self-denial at the centre of Irish Catholicism and the Irish nationalist “propensity for endurance and sacrifice.” (O’Malley 25) The ancient legal code of troscad was a means whereby a poor or powerless person could take action against a powerful one to recover a debt or to correct a perceived wrong committed against the powerless person. On the doorstep of the powerful, the plaintiff would fast until the guilty party made amends. The accused had three choices: he could satisfy the plaintiff, use ‘counter-magic’ if the accused believed that there was no case to be answered (that is he too would undertake a fast) or he could ignore “the threat and thus incur(ring) all the supernatural sanctions that would result from the ‘pollution’ of his household by the suitor’s corpse.” (Binchy 23) If the faster died then payment and support would have to be provided to support the family of the deceased. The waste would have to be compensated for.
Moreover, there is another Irish Christian pre-cursor in the figure of St Patrick who climbed to the top of a steep hill and remained there for forty days fasting. After this time, in a state of ketone-fuelled ecstasy, he raised his staff and, legend has it, drove all the snakes from Ireland. Hunger would seem to remain imbedded in the Irish psyche. Ireland has suffered the Great Hunger, (or An Gorta Mor), from 1845-50, when over a million people died (O’Malley 220). Furthermore, the memory of the more recent hunger strikes at Long Kesh when ten hunger strikers lost their lives is still powerfully present. Although Ireland is by no means unique in its history of hunger and protest, in the last quarter of the last century between 1972 and 1982, which witnessed over 200 hunger strikes in fifty-two countries, of the twenty-three deaths arising from these strikes, twelve were deaths of Irishmen being held in British jails (O’Malley 25). This is one reason the reception of those who undertake fasts like Blaine’s in Britain are never without complex associations.   

For hunger strikers like those at Long Kesh in 1981 and more recently in Guantánamo Bay (Phillips, 2005) there is no time for subtlety, they play out their politics through the body in the hope of effecting change directly. A prolonged period without nourishment cuts to the core of a basic physical need, but unlike a denial of water or breath, by refusing to eat the protester sets the clock for a period of weeks rather than days or minutes. This creates crucial time in which change may be negotiated and any definitive crisis of the body is delayed – starvation functioning incrementally rather than abruptly. The durational aspect of hunger strikes is clearly key – the urgency of the need for the action of others growing daily. As the body wastes away the weight of the strikers demands increase the pressure for action. Waste re-couped. It is this same sense of rising tension that Blaine’s action draws upon, except that unlike the hunger striker, we know that Blaine has pre- set limits in place.

However, to starve oneself as a spectacle of suffering, one has to exist within a society in which the life of the individual has value. And, obviously enough, hunger striking is unlikely to prove effective where there is already a situation of acute food shortage or famine. That is, this form of bodily protest requires some basic shared understandings and conditions in the society in which it is staged in order to have productive potential. Furthermore, there must be some means by which the action itself is presented or known to others. In part because this usefully verifies the action, but more crucially it ensures that a wider ‘audience’ learns of the situation and the reason for the protest. Through this process of being witnessed the action is framed and authenticated. The actionist/ striker in effect enters into a contract that conforms to a now well-established mode of protest communication. The striker presents their body to others (publicly or privately), as a performative site through which their demands will be conveyed. It carries the kernel of the real despite being ‘mediated’. The body may or may not be scrutinised in the presence of others but the ‘visibility’ of the action, in terms of being known to others, is clearly vital. 

Ultimately, the resonance of Blaine’s spectacle of the starving body can not be dissociated from its context – Blaine is a citizen of the United States, a society where nearly one in six adults is obese.​[7]​ In this society of excess, abstention is viewed with awe and/or suspicion. It would not be altogether surprising if Blaine’s actions were deemed ‘unamerican’, for in his complete denial of the body’s nutritional needs, he is released from the cycle of continuous consumerism. His isolation and self-imposed imprisonment, largely removes him from any other sort of material consumption of goods (other than bottled water). He hangs above us, in a space apart, literalising his departure from the capital circulating below him. And yet in accepting a large financial reward for undergoing this challenge Blaine is re-assimilated. An awareness of the money he is making cuts across his ascetic pose, and empties the humble and humbling words he utters about the joy and simplicity of his practice.


Furthermore, the space within Blaine’s box in the sky provided him with a haven from the complexities and complications of the rest of the world. In a fashion similar to his previous feats, Blaine wishes to be seen or rather looked up to, rather than to directly interact on a personal level. He situates himself as the object of our gaze – to be admired, ridiculed: a site/sight of amazement. But rather than submit to this inherently feminized or submissive positioning as object to be looked upon, the protection afforded him by the box and its distance, together with the long term endurance required by this performance, re-inscribes his action as daring, risky and basically macho. The feat itself and Blaine’s ability to withstand the self-imposed conditions of the feat are the focus of Blaine’s piece. There is nothing else. One man pitted against himself. 

But what of the spectator?  Reviews of Blaine’s work freely expressed their boredom and their disappointment with the lack of spectacle.​[8]​ Incarcerated in his perspex box, there was little to see much of the time, even if you chose to view the piece remotely through the relayed images sent from the camera inside Blaine’s box. But in spite of this some visitors returned repeatedly, almost religiously, to witness his state of being. Some remained for days, even for weeks beneath his box, maintaining a silent vigil for largely undisclosed or un-investigated reasons; curiosity, fascination, obsession, distraction. Blaine took solace in their support, even as he drifted into and out of various stages of starvation. And, I would argue, as days became weeks the piece came to function differently. The original hostility of a great many spectators during the early days of Blaine’s spectacle changed over time to a reluctant / reticent respect.  Above the Below could be said to draw into sharp focus the relative nature of time, and the arbitrary nature of the time-based constraints we live by in Western society which dictate a rigid code of time-tabling and specific duration-driven imperatives; the product of our acculturated existence as members of a capitalist-based economy where 'time is money'. Observers come and go from the respective performance spaces, impelled by pressures to be elsewhere, whereas Blaine remains in a micro-universe of his own creation; living the moment, by the moment, apparently unperturbed by what occurs beyond their vision. But the fact that many spectators remained for extended periods of time, or returned a number of times suggests that the continued presence of an individual undergoing the extra-ordinary, regardless of the interaction, is capable of creating a community of sorts. The performance spoke of the value of human perseverance, of the potential simplicity of existence and of the necessity of extra-ordinary acts if only to remind us that there are more ways to live than our customary commodity-driven understanding generally allows us to experience and that an appreciation of this fact may in fact allow us greater insight and subsequent tolerance of and respect for cultures and societies that choose to live differently. 

But surely it was more than this, during Blaine’s final days in the box was there not a curious tension and voyeuristic pleasure to be had from this vision of an individual oscillating on the borders of existence? Fasting for over forty days pushes the body into a critical indeed liminal zone where irreparable organ failure and blindness are real possibilities. As spectators are we titillated by the unfolding crisis of the body on show? - fascinated by Blaine’s ability to succumb to Thanatos (the death drive). Is this why the crowds swell as he inches to the edge? Do we stand there to support his success or to guiltily witness the ‘delicious horror’ of his self-imposed death?​[9]​ These words speak of the kind of repulsive compulsion to witness suffering that on the one hand poses numerous intractable ethical dilemmas, but on the other speaks of the modern inexhaustible hunger for sensationalism.   
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